Perhaps the most signifIcant statement that Wordsworth ever made about his own work is in his preface to The Excursion, when he remarks that The Prelude (then unpublished) and The Rec/use (of which The EXClirsiorz was the only part yet written) "have the same kind of relation to each other ... as the ante-chapel has to the body of a Gothic church. Continuing this allnsion, [the author] may be permitted to add, that his minor Pieces, which have been long before the Public, when they shall be properly arranged, will be found by the attentive Reader to have such connection with the main Work as may give them claim to be likened to the little cells, oratories, and sepulchral recesses, ordinarily included in those edifices."
publish an instalment of the gigantic work in progress, with a preface explaining its relationship to the projected whole.
The only self-contained unit that he had finished was The Prelude; but although it was logically the opening section there were apparently compelling reasons why he did not want to give it to the public. As an alternative, he printed The Excursion, which, though it ran to nine books in some nine thousand lines, was but a fragment, ending in mid air with a promise that possibly as much more waS still to come: In the preface Wordsworth explained that The Excursion "belongs to the second part of a long and laborious Work, which is to consist of three parts" and to be entitled Th e Reclllse. He added that "the first and third parts of The Recluse will consist chiefly of meditations in the Author's own person; and that in the intermediate part (The EXClirsioll) the intervention of characters speaking is employed, and something of a dramatic form adopted."
Assuming that the complete Exwrsion would have been only fifty per cent longer than the published portion, and that the first and third books of The Recluse would have been of comparable length, the main poem would have run to over 40,000 lines, with the "ante-chapel" of The Prelude raising the total by 7 ,900 more, which would have made it by far the longest poem in English, rising indeed like a Gothic cathedral above the huddled roofs of the others. Milton's double epic of Paradise Lost and Paradise R~~ained totals 12,635 lines. For a valid comparison it is necessary to look at the two other unfinished Gothic fabrics . If The Canterbury Tales had been completed according to Harry Baily's proposal of four stories per pilgrim, the poem (not counting the prose tales) might have run as high as 75,000 lines. And if Spenser had carried out his scheme for the whole twenty-four books of The Faerie Queene, its length would have approximated 134,000 lines.
These comparisons are relevant, because Wordsworth was consciously undertaking to be a rival of his great predecessors. In The Prelude he tells us how as a freshman he felt imaginative intimacy amounting almost to identification with the three major poets who had been associated with Cambridge: From this boyish captivation with the personalities of the poets it was natural that when the mature man decided to dedicate himself to a large undertaking that might earn him renown he first thought about writing a traditional epic or allegorical romance. At the beginning of The Prelude he records the decisive moment when his improved finances enabled him to plan to return to Grasmere and settle down to a life of poetry:
While upon the fancied scene I gazed with growing love, a higher power Than fancy gave assurance of some work Of glory there forthwith to be begun, Perhaps too there performed.
While believing himself to be possessed of "that first great gift, the vital soul," as well as "general Truths, which are themselves a sort/Of Elements and Agents, Under-powers, /Subordinate helpers of the living mind," and an ample supply of "external things, /Forms, images, [and] numerous other aids /Oness regard," he stil1 ·had to seek "time, place, and manners" for his specific masterpiece. His mind ranged over the obvious topics, starting with Milton's abortive Arthurian epic and Spenser's chivalric allegory: It is clear that when Wordsworth at the age of twenty-nine confronted the crucial selection of a form and theme for his magnum opus, he realized that the standard epic formula was no longer viable. The modern world was not primarily concerned with heroic leadership, with battles and adventures, with national or even universal destinies. The eighteenth century had witnessed the triumph of ideas over exploits, and of the individual over the type. The new substitute for the epic, therefore, must be a poem about philosophical concepts and about the psychology of a representative human specimen. To present these things on an adequate scale of thoroughness and depth, the poet could employ only one possible portrayal-himself During the next decade, while Southey and Scott were turning out narratives of derring-do in the traditional moulds, Wordsworth grappled with the problem of drawing an exact and complete map of his own mind.
Though four years had elapsed since he had begun to write some of the passages that eventually grew into The Excursion, he did not yet feel ready to plunge into a full-scale exposition of his central tenets. The logical approach was to trace the origin and development of his beliefs, so that they could be observed first in fairly rudimentary form.
The intense interest in The Prelude in the twentieth century, arising from its psychological subtlety and the vivid reconstruction of the poet's youthful experiences, has obscured the intended function indicated by its title. It was probably a realization that The Prelude might be regarded as an independent structure, rather than as the ante-chapel to the vaster edifice, that impelled Wordsworth to withhold it from the public for half a century, when he was willing in I 8 I4 to publish The Excursion, even in truncated form, as an indication of what the nave was to be. There are comparatively few readers nowadays for The EXClIrsion, with its discouragingly lethargic movement and syncretic subject. In order to do justice, however, to Wordsworth's ambitious intention and also to his actual achievement, it is necessary to find a proper perspective in which to view his effort to rival the Gothic builders.
Perhaps the most profitable approach is through Wordsworth's selfidentification with Milton. His undergraduate gesture of getting tipsy in Milton's college room was symbolic of the manner in which the elder poet came to dominate his mind. The parallels between their early lives were noteworthy. Both retired to the country after leaving Cambridge and spent several years in apparently aimless indolence while nurturing their poetic faculties; both gained maturity through prolonged visits to the Continent; both returned to England at a time of national crisis. Wordsworth's early prose work, the Apology Jor the French Revolution, resembles The Tenure oj Kings atld Magistrates. Indeed, the political theories that Wordsworth evolved during the nineties are almost indistinguishable from those of the English republicans, Milton in particular. We have Wordsworth's own testimony that Milton directly initiated his writing of sonnets. "One afternoon in 1801," he tells us, "my sister read to me the Sonnets of Milton. I had long been well acquainted with them, but I was particularly struck on that occasion with the dignifIed simplicity and majestic harmony that runs through most of them .... I took fIre, ... and produced three Sonnets the same afternoon, the first I ever wrote except an irregular one at school." Naturally, then, Milton figures personally again and again in the sonnets. "Milton! thou should'st be living at this hour," and "We must be free or die, who . . . the faith and morals hold / Which Milton held," and "Young Vane, and others who called Milton friend," and (of the sonnet form) "when a damp / Fell round the path of Milton, in his hand / Thc Thing became a trumpet." It is not surprising, therefore, that Miltonic echoes pervade his major poem. The most obvious are to be found in the sale surviving fragment of the first part of The Recluse, which was written about 1801, though not printed in full until 1888. As this was to be the opening book of the main poem, it parallels the beginning of Paradise Lost, with statement of purpose and invocation of the Muse. To ensure recognition of the Miltonic element, Wordsworth included this portion of the isolated book in his preface to Th e Excursion. Announcing his concept of the modern epic that he has set out to write, he is as conscious as Milton that he is dealing with "things unattempted yet in prose or rhyme": The plans for The Recluse had been elaborated during Wordsworth's years of closest intimacy with Coleridge, who may have had a good deal to do with the formnlation of the scheme. During his absence from England Coleridge waited eagerly for the poem to develop. and when Wordsworth fmally read The Prelude to him in 1806, as an earnest of the larger work, Coleridge was fully cognizant of the radically new kind of epic that his friend was writing. In the lines that he addressed to Wordsworth on that occasion, Miltonic echoes are audible as Coleridge declares that the undertaking is unprecedented and that it explores a path for future poets to follow, while at the same time it earns Wordsworth a place with the greatest poets of the past: Unmistakably, Coleridge agreed with Wordsworth that the huge unfinished work, to which The Prelude served as necessary introduction, would be recognized by future ages as one of the greatest English poems.
They were in full agreement, too, that its primary importance lay in its conveying of truth with the utmost fullness and accuracy, and that it employed an essentially original method in achieving its purpose. The main advantage of choosing a complete transcript of his own mind as the subject of his modern epic was that the poet could include everything that he had ever thought, read, or witnessed. Chaucer's diversified collection of stories had enabled him to depict in a single poem the whole range of English society and all the genres of medieval literature. Spenser's allegorical fairyland accommodated classical legends, Christian theology, the romance of chivalry, renaissance humanism, and contemporary politics. Milton's cosmic survey had been equally eclectic, with excursions into comparative mythology, social history, and theological controversy. Each of those poets had automatically found his unifying principle in the fixed social, religious, and artistic structures of his day. But by the nineteenth century no comprehensive external structure remained intact. In order to rival the scope of the other three great English poems, Wordsworth's only recourse was to reject panoramic representation altogether and turn directly to the microcosm of the individual mind. Like the nightlong dreaming of Humphrey Chimpden Earwicker, his poem undertook to be an inventory of all the furniture of a modern brain.
The greatest hazards besetting any such poem are formlessness and abstractness. It is significant that the one section of The Recluse that Wordsworth was able to carry anywhere toward completeness was the one in which he had chosen to use a modicum of narrative structure and dramatic objectiviry. Admittedly, the narrative of The EXCllrsion is of the most primitive picaresque laxiry, without complication, suspense, or climax; and the fIctitious characters, the Wanderer, the Solitary, and the Pastor, who do not achieve even the individuality of names, are merely personae through whom the poet debates his ideas. Nevertheless, these conventional devices of fiction and drama suffice to endow The £YCllrsion with coherence and imaginative definiteness.
The only other fragment of Th e Reclllse that survives is the fmt book of the first part. This, however, since it forms the transition from Th e Prelude, inherits the focus on the poet's own life and surroundings that provided uniry and progression to The Preillde itself The idyllic picture of William and Dorothy in their new home at Grasmere, echoing and expanding the opening lines of The Preillde, includes also a suggestion that Grasmere Vale, like the poet's own identity, might serve as a microcosm to bring the whole vast theme of the poem into focus: here only, he tells us, has he felt since childhood "the one sensation"-Something that makes this individual spot, This small abiding-place of many men, A termination. and a last retreat, A centre, come from wheresoe'er you will, A whole without dependence or defect.
Made for itself, and happy in itself,
Perfect contentment, unity entire.
Having brought the acconnt of his own life np to the present juncture, he could no longer employ the antobiographic formula. Besides, the portrait of his mature mind would require him to display the simultaneous ramifications of numerous ideas, rather than the chronological sequence of new experiences. He seems to have been thinking that the topographical unity of an isolated region might offer the necessary co-ordination. But this would tend to become an impersonal description of external phenomena, whereas, as he subsequently explained in the preface to The E.wllrsion, the whole first part of The Recluse was to "consist chiefly of meditations in the author's own person." The problem of how to bind these meditations together with any semblance of structure and any adequate range of objective correlatives proved beyond the poet's capacity. All he could do was abandon the first part and concentrate upon the second, which "was designed to refer more to passing events, and to an existing state of things."
Here his role was that of observer and recorder rather than that of solipsistic cogitator. Complete short stories could be imbedded in the fabric, and the three other principal characters could embody separate points of view for the discussion of such large topics as temperamental despondency, religious faith, innate human virtue, patriotism, industrialism, child labour, and the need for "a system of National Education established universally by Government." Descriptions of places and people, glimpses of rural customs and superstitions, diversify but do not deflect the placid flow of the debates. Why, then, was Th e ExCtlrsion in its turn suspended?
Supposing that Wordsworth had discovered a solution to his problems of formlessness and abstractness, and had proceeded to expound his "meditations" throughout the first part, he wonld still have encountered a third hazard, quite as formidable as the other two: monotony. In selecting blank verse as his medium, he not only had conformed with the Miltonic practice but also had allowed himself the most flexible prosodic form available in English. The variability of sentence length, the freedom of enjambment, the inexhaustible possibilities of interplay between metrical and rhetorical stress, were antidotes to the dull uniformity that could beset the pentameter couplet even in the hands of Chaucer or the long stanza of interwoven rhyme even in the hands of Spenser. But blank verse, too, eventually casts a pall of tedious similarity over everything that is couched in its rhythm. While an admirable vehicle for serious narrative, intellectual conversation, or philosophic reflection, unrhymed pentameter verse is gravely deficient for communicating other types of feeling, such as violent action, humour, or intense emotion. Yet if Wordsworth were to convey a complete inventory of his mind, these and other facets of his sensibility must not be ignored.
By the time the great project had been at a standstill for seven or eight years, he must have been fully aware of his predicament. Hence, in the preface to The Excursion, he makes the remarkable assertion that all his shorter poems are to be regarded as "little cells, oratories, and sepulchral recesses" of the main edifice. Certainly, in a full portrayal of a poet's mind, every poem he has ever written can claim a place. With a single edict, Wordsworth had resolved his major difficulty by proclaiming that the modern epic, to deal with all the complexities of contemporary experience, must be literally a lifetime work.
Indeed, he had already been following a procedure of agglomeration and expulsion since the inception of the project. In 1795, when he started to write the tale of poor Margaret, "Wife and Widow," he had not formulated the grand scheme of The Recluse, and yet the lines were eventually incorporated into the first book of The ExCtlrsion. The passage about the whistling boy of Winander, published in the second edition of Lyrical Ballads, and that on the "Influence of Natural Objects in Calling Forth and Strengthening the Imagination in Boyhood and Early Youth," first printed in The Friend, both reappeared in The Prelude. Conversely, Wordsworth informs us that the lines on "Nutting" and the substantial narrative of Vaudracour and Julia were composed to form parts of The Prelude but were "struck out as not being wanted there" or excluded by reason of length. Any of the other poems in blank verse, such as the lines composed a few miles above Tintern Abbey or those left upon a seat in a yew tree, would not have seemed especially digressive if they had been assimilated into either The Prelude or The Excursion.
Inclusion of poems in other verse forms, however, wonld undeniably have impaired the Miltonic elevation of the main work. Yet recognition of their relevance is necessary as a defence of Wordsworth against the charge that, in spite of his reiterated claim to be telling the truth, he distorts his self-revelation, particularly in Th e Prelude, by omitting important aspects of the subject. The sonnets may be regarded as a few distillations of The Recluse into droplets, thereby being preserved from a prevalent fault of the large poem, the tendency to diffuseness. In the sonnets Wordsworth is recording his immediate, sometimes agonized responses to current events, which are external accidents impinging upon his consciousness rather than integral components of it. The use of rhyme and the exigencies of a restricted form intensify the sharpness of these direct impressions. On the other hand, the "Immortality Ode," anything but extraneous, voices the very core of Wordsworth's philosophy, and so the surges of its irregular choral strophes enrich the solemn melody with a rhapsodical quality beyond the reach of blank verse. Reverting to the architectural simile, one might identify this ode as the high altar of the cathedral. The short nature poems and anecdotes of humble life, in simple lyric stanzas, serve as illustrative decorations-perhaps stained-glass windows.
This interpretation applies significantly to several poems that are ambiguous in their relationship with Wordsworth's personal life. Since the discovery of the Annette Vallon episode it has become a truism that he mendaciously excluded all mention of it from The Prelude. Yet he did not totally ignore it in his poetry any more than in his personal conduct, since we now know that his French daughter is the "dear child" addressed in the sonnet, "It is a beauteous evening." Motives of discretion and propriety dictated avoidance of the subject in the overt autobiography; but also Wordsworth could have argued that it was irrelevant to the announced topic, "Growth of a Poet's Mind." Though too intimate to be confessed without embarrassment, it was too significant to be summarily dismissed, and so Wordsworth chose the aesthetically defensible device of disguising it as fiction. "Vaudracour and Julia" depicts the essential relationship of Wordsworth and Annette, and conveys the emotional truth of their love story, but cast in the currently popular vein of a tale of sensibility, with a conventional melodramatic plot. Eventually he realized that it was too arbitrarily dragged into the ninth book of The Prelude, where the real experience belonged chronologically, and so he printed it separately.
An even more interesting example is the mysterious group of lyrics known as the "Lucy" poems. Unlike most of his others, these were not subsequently provided with explicit introductory notes giving full details of their inception and original donnee. He tells us only that they were "written in Germany." Those months of 1799 witnessed his first sustained work on The Prelude, including the composition of "Vaudracour and Julia." It is plausible to assume that these linked lyrics are also the record of a real experience that was too intimate and intense to form part of the autobiography. The peculiarly convincing tone of feeling, and the coherent story implied in the five poems (six if we add "The Glowworm") have persuaded most readers that the poems are not fictitious, though identifications of the model for Lucy have differed widely.
The internal evidence suggests that it is based on something that happened during Wordsworth's second college vacation. In the relevant part of The Pre/tide he mentions that
I explored
That streamlet whose blue current works its way Between romantic Dovedale's spiry rocks.
He was eighteen, the right age for falling in love, and as a normal young man he ought to have been susceptible to the feminine beauty which he had already noticed during his previous vacation visit as having "gone /To deck some slighted playmate's homely cheek." Another casual reference is to the "frank-hearted maids of rocky Cumberland" and their "not unwelcome days of mirth." When he returned to Hawkshead a year later he must have been ready to respond less coltishly to the call of sex. The sixth book does mention his enjoying, during the second vacation, the company of his sister's friend, Mary Hutchinson, later to be his wife; but he equates her in tranquil terms with Dorothy: This brotherly regard has none of the tension that renders the Lucy poems emotionally irresistible. Nothing in the record nullifies the hypothesis that the young collegian was sentimentally smitten with a solitary rural maid "beside the springs of Dove" and that she died soon afterwards during his first tour in France ("among unknown men /In lands beyond the sea"). If he was looking back to some such expericnce after the lapse of a decade, he would have felt that its fragile poignancy could never be conveyed in the narrative blank verse that suffieed for the more mundane affair of Vaudracour and Julia. Concise, implicative lyrics were the only appropriate medium for suggesting this subtle mixture of beauty, regret, and resignation.
In Wordsworth's invisible Gothic cathedral there are two private confessionals. The one dedicated to Annette has been unveiled by modern biographers, while Lucy's remains inviolate. There are ornate tombs galore in the various elegies, and subordinate altars in the odes. Th e Excursion stands as only the ftrst half of the nave, lacking the choir and chancel that would have been provided by the high afftrmation of its final books. The transepts, consisting of the first and third parts of Th e Recluse, were scarcely begun. Two steps lead directly up to the main portal-"An Evening walk" and "Descriptive Sketches," both made up of material that was later to be reworked in The Prelude, but restricted by the commonplace neoclassical couplets and periphrastic diction that identified them with the average verse of the day. It is a well-constructed antechapel, however, that establishes the design and implies the proportions for any cathedral; and therefore The Prelude is doubly significant, not only for the fulfilment of its own immediate function but also as a demonstration on a manageable scale of what the whole colossal edifice was intended to be like.
